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Abstract 
Language use or choice at the border often presents a multitude of patterns. The language chosen is often determined by the 
participants in the communicative act. At the Malaysia-Thai border, where most of the population are Malay but of Thai 
and/or Malaysian nationalities, the language choices of the speakers present an interesting pattern. This paper aims to present 
the language choice at the Malaysia-Thai border via questionnaires, interviews and observations. The findings show that there 
might be a geographical demarcation line separating the respondents but the language they use in both domains is determined 
by their ethnicity.    
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1. Introduction   
   Language choice takes place in all societies but more prominently in multilingual societies because the verbal 
repertoires often include more than two languages (Altehanger-Smith, 1987, Borbely, 2000). When one has more 
than two languages in his verbal repertoires, choices have to be made in any communicative setting Borbely, 
2000). The wrong choice of language or its varieties would entail that one would be in a disadvantage position 
because communicative goal would not be achieve (Asmah, 1982, 1992). Hence, this paper presents the findings 
on language choice(s) of the multilingual community at the Malaysia-Thailand border by focussing on business 
and family domains. 
________________ 
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2. Social factors in language choice 
     The choice of which language to be used in an interaction depends on a few social factors such as who one is 
talking to, the context of the talk or conversation, the function and the topic of the conversation/discussion/talk  
(Holmes, 2001). Based on these factors, it would be possible to describe the code choice in a typical interaction 
(Buda, 1991, Yeh, His-nan, Hui-chen, Chan & Yuh-show Cheng, 2004). Holmes illustrates that a typical family 
interaction would entail home as the setting, the participants would be family members and typical topic would 
be family activities. Fishman uses the term domain in describing the patterns of language use in a speech 
community (Hornberger & King, 1996). A typical study on language choice would involve typical participants in 
typical setting (Fasold, 1984, Milroy, 1980). This study explores the language use or choice of the speech 
community at the Malaysian- Thai border and focussing on family and business domains.  
 
3. The study  
    The language choices of the speakers at the Malaysia-Thai border, where the ethnicity of most of the 
population are Malay but of Thai and/or Malaysian nationalities, present an interesting pattern. This study 
focuses on the language choice of the speech communities of Rantau Panjang, a town in the state of Kelantan 
(Malaysia), and Golok (Sungai Kolok), a town in the province of Narathiwat (Thailand). Both of these towns are 
separated by Sungai Golok which is about 100 meters wide. Rantau Panjang and Golok are shopping destinations 
for Malaysians and Thais because of their duty free status.  
    The business domain is chosen in this study since both towns are shopping destinations. Holding a duty free 
status sees Rantau Panjang as a shopping destination for Malaysians especially on weekends. Malaysians who 
come to Rantau Panjang are not only from Kelantan but from other states in Malaysia to take advantage of its 
duty free status. Some of these shoppers even venture to Golok in Thailand to take advantage of the stronger 
Malaysian Ringgit compared to the Thai Baht. The other domain focused in this study is the family domain as it 
is also important to know the code chosen in an informal setting.   
    This study has managed to gather data from 202 respondents representing the speech communities from of 
Rantau Panjang and Golok. The method used to obtain information on language use is questionnaire. This study 
also used two other methods, namely direct observations and interviews to complement the data from the 
questionnaire. The patterns of language choice are then analyzed statistically. During the second stage of the 
study, several interviews were conducted with the informants to clarify certain information regarding their choice 
of language in the domains identified. 
 
4. Patterns of language use based on domains  
 
The following table shows the overall pattern of language choice at the Malaysia-Thailand border for the 
seven languages/dialects identified in the study:  
 
                        Table 1: Overall Pattern of Language Choice Based on Domains  
 
 
Border 
Area  
Language Choice 
 Malay 
language 
 Thai 
language 
English 
language  
Chinese 
language  
Rojak 
language 
Kelantanese 
dialect  
Pattani 
Malay 
dialect  
Overall  
total  
Rantau 
Panjang 
93 36 12 3 30 579 0 753 
(%) 12.35 4.78 1.59 0.40 3.98 76.90 0 100 
Golok 43 295 14 2 93 0 544 991 
(%) 4.34 29.78 1.41 0.20 9.38 0 54.89 100 
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Total  136 331 26 5 123 579 544 1744 
 (%) 7.80 18.98 1.49 0.29 7.05 33.20 31.19 100 
 
Table 1 presents the competition between the two varieties of the Malay language namely, the Kelantanese 
dialect and the Pattani Malay dialect. This was expected since both varieties are the first language of the 
community in Rantau Panjang. The usage of Kelantanese dialect was 33.20% while Pattani Malay was 31.19%. 
 
4.1. Family domain 
  
    In this study, the family domain refers to three sub-domains - the language(s) used at home, language(s) used 
outside the house (among friends) and language used with relatives. 
 
                 Table 2: Comparison of language used at home 
 
 
Border 
Area  
Language Choice  
Malay 
language  
Thai 
language  
English 
language  
Chinese 
language  
Rojak 
language  
Kelantanese 
dialect 
Pattani Malay 
dialect  
Overall 
Total  
Rantau 
Panjang  
6 2 0 1 1 95 0 105 
(%) 5.71 1.90 0 0.95 0.95 90.49 0 100 
Golok 3 43 1 0 20 0 82 149 
 (%) 2.01 28.86 0.67 0 13.42 0 55.04 100 
Total  9 45 1 1 21 95 82 254 
 (%) 3.54 17.72 0.39 0.39 8.27 37.40 32.29 100 
 
    The patterns of language used at home show the dominance of Kelantanese dialect (90.49%) and Pattani Malay 
dialect (55.04%). The most obvious pattern discovered in this study is Kelantanese dialect is used in Rantau 
Panjang when the Pattani Malay dialect is not used at all. The same pattern appears in Golok. This pattern exists 
in all the domains studied. This happens because the respondents in Golok assumed that Kelantanese dialect and 
Pattani Malay as the same. The findings also show that the Thai language is also an important language in the 
home setting.   
 
                  Table 3: Comparison of language used among friends  
 
 
Border 
Area  
Language Choice  
Malay 
Language  
Thai 
Language  
English 
language  
Chinese 
Language  
 Rojak 
Language 
Kelantanese 
Dialect  
Pattani 
Malay 
Dialect  
Overall 
Total  
Rantau 
Panjang 
11 8 0 1 7 98 0 125 
 (%) 8.80 6.40 0 0.80 5.60 78.40 0 100 
Golok 5 57 3 0 17 0 94 176 
 (%) 2.84 32.39 1.70 0 9.66 0 53.41 100 
Total  16 65 3 1 24 98 94 301 
 (%) 5.32 21.59 1.0 0.33 7.97 32.56 31.23 100 
 
    Outside the home setting and when having conversations with friends, the dominant language used is the 
Kelantanese dialect (78.40%) and this is followed by Pattani Malay (53.41%). In Golok, the pattern is almost 
similar with the home setting with Thai language (32.39%) and rojak language (9.66%) recorded impressive 
figures in terms of its usage. This is because the interlocutors in this setting are familiar with each other, hence 
the choice of Kelantanese dialect or Pattani Malay. On the Golok side, if they are conversing with a non-Malay, 
the language used would most probably be the Thai language.  
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                  Table 4: Language used among relatives  
 
 
Border 
Area  
Language Choice  
Malay  
language   
Thai 
language  
English 
language  
Chinese 
language  
Rojak 
language 
Kelantanese 
dialect 
Pattani 
Malay 
dialect  
Overall 
Total  
Rantau 
Panjang 
5 4 0 0 3 98 0 110 
 (%) 4.55 3.64 0 0 2.73 89.08 0 100 
Golok 5 35 1 0 16 0 92 149 
 (%) 3.36 23.49 0.67 0 10.74 0 61.74 100 
Total  10 39 1 0 19 98 92 259 
 (%) 3.86 15.06 0.39 0 7.34 37.84 35.51 100 
 
    In this context, language used among relatives refers to situations where relatives come to pay them a visit or 
conversely, they are visiting relatives; Kelantanese dialect (89.08%) and Pattani Malay (61.74%) recorded high 
usage. Other languages recorded low usage in Rantau Panjang. In Golok however, Thai language and rojak 
language recorded high percentages at 23.49% and 10.74% respectively. This could be the result of mixed-
marriages between the Thais and the Malays. Each, therefore, tries to continue using their first language in their 
conversations with relatives. In certain situations, rojak language is used. Upon interviewed, it was disclosed that 
some Pattani Malays use Thai language more frequently that the Pattani Malay language.   
 
4.2. Business domain  
 
    In this study, the business domain covers three other subdomains, namely shops, restaurants, and immigration 
settings. The questions posed to the respondents were intended to get information on the language used during 
business transactions (i.e., for clothing, food) and during the entry-exit process at the Malaysia-Thailand border 
(for business purposes) to get a sample of formal setting. 
 
                     Table 5: Language choice in shops 
 
 
Border 
Area  
Language Choice  
Malay 
language  
Thai 
language  
English 
language  
Chinese 
language  
Rojak 
language 
Kelantanese 
Dialect  
Pattani 
Malay 
dialect  
Overall 
Total  
Rantau 
Panjang 
43 15 11 1 18 96 0 184 
 (%) 23.37 8.15 5.98 0.54 9.78 52.18 0 100 
Golok  19 55 7 2 17 0 97 197 
 (%) 9.64 27.92 3.55 1.02 8.63 0 49.24 100 
Total  62 70 18 3 35 96 97 381 
 (%) 16.27 18.37 4.72 0.79 9.19 25.20 25.46 100 
 
     Table 5 shows that the majority of the respondents prefer Kelantanese dialect (52.18%) and Pattani Malay 
(49.24%). These results are slightly different from the findings in the family domain. Kelantanese dialect 
recorded the highest usage with more than 78% and 53% for Pattani Malay. In view of the fact that both Rantau 
Panjang and Golok are popular shopping destinations, it is not surprising that various patterns of language choice 
were discovered. The various patterns of language use in the shopping setting indicate that the speakers in these 
areas are multilingual. This is in line with the business strategies used by the traders, which is to use the language 
used by the buyers for mutual understanding and for smooth transactions in their business dealings.    
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                     Table 6: Language choice in restaurants  
 
 
Border 
Area  
Language Choice  
Malay 
language  
Thai 
language  
English 
language  
Chinese 
language  
Rojak 
language  
Kelantanese 
dialect  
Pattani Malay 
dialect  
Overall 
Total  
Rantau 
Panjang 
9 3 0 0 1 97 0 110 
 (%) 8.18 2.73 0 0 0.91 88.18 0 100 
Golok  4 44 1 0 14 0 91 154 
 (%) 2.60 28.57 0.65 0 9.09 0 59.09 100 
Total  13 47 1 0 15 97 91 264 
 (%) 4.92 17.80 0.38 0 5.68 36.74 34.48 100 
 
    In the restaurant setting, the dominant language is Kelantanese dialect (88.18%), and slight usage of Malay 
language (8.18%) in Rantau Panjang. Based on our observations, the food business in the two study areas are 
dominated by the Malays. Thus, the selection of Kelantanese dialect and Pattani Malay as the most used 
languages has been predicted. A relatively high percentage of Thai language is consistent with the findings in 
other subdomains, which shows the neutral status of Thai language among the Thai population who use 
languages other than Thai.  
 
                     Table 7: Language used at the immigration setting  
 
 
Border 
Area  
Language Choice  
 
Malay 
language 
  
 
Thai 
language  
 
English 
language  
 
Chinese 
language  
 
Rojak 
language 
 
Kelantanese 
dialect  
Pattani 
Malay 
dialect  
 
Overall 
Total  
Rantau 
Panjang 
19 4 1 0 0 95 0 119 
 (%) 15.97 3.36 0.84 0 0 79.83 0 100 
Golok 7 61 1 0 9 0 88 166 
 (%) 4.22 36.75 0.60 0 5.42 0 53.01 100 
Total  26 65 2 0 9 95 88 285 
 (%) 9.12 22.81 0.70 0 3.16 33.33 30.88 100 
 
 
     The immigration setting is significant to this study as this study involves border areas of two countries. Every 
day, people from Malaysia or Thailand will cross the border separating the two countries for business reasons or 
personal reason (e.g., to visit relatives). The results showed that the community in Golok displays more variety in 
their language choice whereas the community in Rantau Panjang only display 4 languages in their choice. 
 
5. Language choice and language maintenance 
 
   Based on the patterns of language choice in both family and business domains presented above, clearly two 
language varieties emerged as the dominant languages among the communities at the Malaysia-Thai border, 
namely the Kelantanese dialect and Pattani Malay. The dominance of the Kelantanese dialect among the 
respondents solicited in the questionnaire is not surprising since a majority of them are Kelantanese. The choice 
of Pattani Malay among the respondents at the Thai side of the border presents an interesting finding.  
   In terms of political boundary, these respondents are Thai citizens but ethnically they are Malay. Living as 
minorities in the country, they are in constant contact with the dominant language which is Thai. Despite this, 
they have managed to maintain their mother tongue, Pattani Malay. 
    As Malays, they feel that it is their responsibility to ensure the survival of Pattani Malay. In formal settings 
such as in schools, the Thai language is the medium of instruction. Interactions with non-Malay schoolmates and 
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friends are in Thai. Interactions in formal setting would also be in Thai. Realizing that there are limited 
opportunities to use Pattani Malay, most of the informants use Pattani Malay in the family domain. At least 3 of 
the informants use Pattani Malay exclusively with their parents because their parents do not speak nor understand 
the Thai language. It is interesting to note that the younger informants feel that it is their responsibilities to 
continue using Pattani Malay in order to ensure the survival of the minority language vis-à-vis the dominant 
language, the Thai language.    
   The other motivating factor identified for maintaining Pattani Malay is the religious factor. Being Malays, they 
automatically identified Islam as their religion. Some of the informants even remarked “We are Malay, of course 
we are Muslims.” It seems that religious identity and ethnic identity are intertwined. It, therefore, seems that the 
survival of their mother tongue, Pattani Malay, is important as it identifies who they are – the Malays (in 
Southern Thai) and to continue being labeled as Malay is important because it then identifies their religion which 
is Islam. 
 
6. Conclusion  
 
     The study on language choice of the speech community at the Malaysia-Thailand border in business and 
family domains has presented several interesting findings. Generally, we have discovered that the language(s) 
chosen or lingua franca of this community are (1) the Kelantanese dialect (Malaysia), and (2) the Pattani Malay 
(Thai. The findings on language choice from respondents on the Thai side present an interesting effort on 
language maintenance of Pattani Malay by its minority speakers due to culture, ethnic and religious factors.  
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